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FINAL REPORT OF THE PILOT PROJECT FOR 

INFORMAL FAMILY LAW TRIALS 
SEVENTH JUDICIAL DISTRICT OF IOWA 

INTRODUCTION 

As stated in earlier reports, on February 14, 2017 the Seventh Judicial District was 

designated as the pilot project site for the Informal Family Law Trials project.  The Informal 

Family Law Trial idea originated from the Family Law Task Case Processing Reform Task Force 

The Seventh Judicial District formally launched the pilot project on March 1, 2017. 

A committee was formed to develop rules, procedures, and forms for this project.  The 

committee also looked at how to measure the success of this project and what recommendations 

could be made.  District Court Judges Nancy S. Tabor and Henry W. Latham, II chaired the 

committee.  The committee members are:  Chief Judge Marlita A. Greve; District Court Judges 

Mary E. Howes and Joel W. Barrows; Lawyers Barbara Wallace, Melissa Gross and Gary 

McKenrick; District Court Administrator Kathy Gaylord and Assistant District Court 

Administrator Brian McKenrick; and Muscatine/Cedar Counties Clerk of Court Heidi 

McDonough, and Judicial Specialists Jennifer Criswell (Cedar/Jackson Counties), Susan 

Lancaster (Clinton County) and Gaby Raya (Scott County). 

The Informal Family Law Trial committee met as a whole on many occasions.  In addition, 

subcommittees were formed and met separately on the issues of developing rules and procedures, 

developing forms, communication and training, scheduling issues, trial processes, and how to 

determine results and success of the project.  A final meeting was held to discuss the 

implementation of the pilot project. 
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PROJECT GOALS 

The Informal Family Law Trial Results committee had the following four goals: 

1. Procedural fairness – from the surveys submitted a majority of litigants, especially self-

represented litigants, express they have had a fair hearing in front of a judge and that 

they fully understood the process and the reasons for the court’s decision. 

2. Lower level of conflict – from the surveys submitted and comments from the judges 

handling these matters, a majority of litigants experienced less stress in what already is 

one of the most, if not the most, stressful situation in their lives.  As a result it is 

anticipated there will be less conflict between the parties due to their participation in 

the process. 

3. Improved access to justice – from the information gathered, sooner trial dates were 

provided to litigants who use this process rather than the traditional trial process, so the 

parties, and the children involved, received a quicker resolution to their issues.  This 

allowed the parties and their children to move on without living in limbo waiting for a 

trial date or a judge’s decision.  The judges utilized a form decree, allowing a decision 

to be rendered the day of the hearing or within days after the hearing. 

4. Effective use of judicial resources –these trials allowed judges to handle these types of 

cases quicker and with fewer hearings, resulting in more efficient use of a judge’s time 

and staff time. 

RULES, PROCEDURES AND FORMS 

On the Seventh Judicial District’s section of the Judicial Branch website, there is extensive 

information regarding the rules, procedures and forms to be used for these Informal Family Law 

trials.  The rules, embodied in the February 14, 2017 Supervisory Order issued by Chief Justice 

Mark Cady, are included in the attached appendix.  

The committee developed an excellent brochure, which is available in all of our district’s 

individual Clerk’s offices.  These brochures are handed out to litigants personally if they appear 



4 

 

in the Clerk’s office.  The brochures are also electronically emailed to litigants and/or attorneys in 

every family law case when the trial setting conference notice is sent. 

At the trial setting conference, the scheduler is also watching for cases who may be good 

candidates for the Informal Family Law Trial.  The scheduler will provide the brochure to those 

party(s) at that time.  In addition, our district court judges have been asked to be aware that at the 

time of our judge-led settlement conferences for family law cases, they should consider offering 

the Informal Family Law Trial as an option for cases who may fit within its parameters. 

COMMUNICATION AND TRAINING 

In addition to the communication and training mentioned in our prior reports, we have 

continued to educate attorneys and litigants on this project.  Since 2017, the following outreach 

efforts took place: 

Judges Latham and Tabor presented on this topic at the fall Iowa Judges Association 

conference. Judge Latham also presented a lunch and learn CLE program in Scott County.  

Attorney Matt Brandes came from Iowa City to that lunch and learn and helped present on the 

issue of handling these cases on a limited representation basis.  He is very enthusiastic about this 

project and looks forward to doing these kinds of cases in his district in the future. 

Judge Latham presented at a CLE program on this project in Muscatine for the Muscatine 

and Cedar County bar members.  He also presented in Clinton for the Clinton and Jackson County 

bar members.  Judge Latham also presented on this issue at the Bench Bar Conference in Fairfield 

Iowa and presented to the Linn County Bar on this pilot project.  Additionally, Judge Latham has 

been contacted by the State of Minnesota, which is considering a similar project.  Judge Latham 

provided information concerning the implementation of this pilot project in our district along with 

some of the brochures offered to litigants in our district. 
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We provided space in Scott and Clinton Counties for Iowa Legal Aid to come in for an 

afternoon and meet with self-represented parties with family law issues on multiple occasions, 

including another self-representation clinic scheduled for July 2019.  During these clinics, we 

designate at least one judge to be available for any issues that require court intervention.  We 

promote the Informal Family Law Trial process and look forward to continuing this type of project 

with Legal Aid. 

At our semi-annual meeting for our Board of Governor representatives and county Bar 

presidents, we continually remind the Bar presidents of this project and asked them to continue to 

promote it to their members.    

We have reminded and emphasized to our judicial specialists in the various Clerk’s offices 

and our case schedulers to be aware of this project and to make sure they are providing these 

brochures to potential litigants.  Information on the pilot project is also included in our family law 

case requirements order, which is provided to all litigants whenever a family law case is initiated. 

RESULTS 

At the time of the last report, there had been seventeen cases scheduled as Informal Family 

Law Trials.  All of them were scheduled in Scott County.  I am pleased to report that as of this 

report, we have held or scheduled an additional eleven Informal Family Law Trials, including two 

in Cedar County, two in Clinton County and two in Muscatine County.  All trials lasted one-half 

day or less.  Attorneys participated in two cases that resulted in settlement and one case that 

proceeded to contested trial.  All other cases involved self-represented parties.  Below are statistical 

breakdowns of the case types and dispositions of those cases that were part of the pilot project. 
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CASE TYPE 

Dissolution w/ Children 15 

Dissolution without Children 8 

Modification 2 

Paternity 3 

Total 28 

 

DISPOSITION/STATUS 

Contested Trial 16 

Default 4 

Settlement 7 

Dismissal 1 

Pending 0 

Total 28 

 

As stated in our previous reports, the feedback from both judges handling these cases and 

litigants involved has been overwhelming positive.   

It is still too soon to determine the length of time it takes one of these cases to get a trial 

after it is filed because of the low numbers to date.  We plan to continue to track and compare 

times to disposition in addition to the number of cases appealed; the number and frequency of 

modifications filed following decree; the number of cases with all self-represented parties, with a 

lawyer for one side, and with lawyers on both sides; and the number of cases who have a lawyer 

that performs some level of limited representation.  To date, only one case has resulted in a 

subsequent petition for modification. 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

The Informal Family Law Trial Results committee is encouraged by the results of this pilot 

project.  Although the committee desired higher participation in this pilot project, the committee 

recognizes the benefits of the program and would recommend this program be implemented 

statewide.  The parties who participate allow the judge to provide a ruling based upon a more 

complete record of necessary evidence, resulting in a more fair and equitable decision.  Further, 
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the parties are able to have full access to justice without the constraints of Rules of Evidence, 

which could many times restrict their ability to present their case fully to the Court.   

The only identified gap in the current rules and procedures governing the Informal Family 

Law Trial pilot project was their applicability to situations where a respondent answers the petition, 

but fails to meaningfully participate in the course of the case from case scheduling through to the 

trial.  This happens all too often.  Cases involving children still may need evidence presented to 

the court even if the opposing side has chosen not to participate in the proceeding.  The informal 

trial format is ideal for these situations.  For this reason, we would propose allowing one party to 

opt in to the informal family law trial format absent an objection by the opposing side. 

The relatively slow adoption and utilization of the informal trial format can be explained 

by the lack of broad public awareness of it and hesitancy of the local bar to embrace it.  We 

observed that most parties likely to head to a contested proceeding have already hired attorneys; 

only those parties already likely to reach settlement remained self-represented.  However, even 

though the potential pool of good candidates for the informal trial format is small, there is good 

merit in offering the option to those who really would benefit from it. 

I would like to give my heartfelt thanks and full credit to all of the committee members 

who worked very hard on this project. 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

  

Hon. Marlita A. Greve 

Chief District Court Judge 

Seventh Judicial District of Iowa 
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SUPERVISORY ORDER ON THE ESTABLISHMENT AND OPERATION OF THE PILOT PROJECT 
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BROCHURE – LEGAL TRI-FOLD PRINT FORMAT 
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15 

TEMPLATE ORDER 7FL010 – FAMILY LAW REQUIREMENTS ORDER 
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BROCHURE – DIGITAL FORMAT 
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FORM – INFORMAL TRIAL WAIVER AND SELECTION 
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TEMPLATE ORDER 7ISTAP – INFORMAL FAMILY LAW TRIAL SCHEDULING ORDER 
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FORM – PRETRIAL MEMORANDUM 
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TEMPLATE ORDER 7FL300 – INFORMAL TRIAL – DISSOLUTION DECREE (WITHOUT CHILDREN) 
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TEMPLATE ORDER 7FL302 – INFORMAL TRIAL – DISSOLUTION DECREE (WITH CHILDREN) 
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44 

TEMPLATE ORDER 7FL304 – INFORMAL TRIAL – DECREE FOR A PATERNITY ACTION 
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49 

TEMPLATE ORDER 7FL306 – INFORMAL TRIAL – DECREE FOR A MODIFICATION 

 

 



50 

 



51 

 



52 

 



53 



54 

TEMPLATE ORDER 7FL310 – INFORMAL TRIAL – ORDER FOR CONTINUANCE 
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FORM – INFORMAL TRIAL JUDGE’S CHECKLIST 
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FORM – INFORMAL TRIAL INTERNAL ASSESSMENT 
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FORM – COURT LITIGANT SURVEY 
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